These factors led to provision by missionaries of written accounts of the people around them. There was, however, often a premium upon distortion.
An appearance of degradation could encourage support (especially financial) for the mission more effectively than could a more accurate account; missionary meetings at home could be a form of entertainment at a time of fewer alternatives; while "muscular Christianity" and assumptions of divine protection were other sources of distortion.5 An important consideration in examining missionary accounts is the question of the balance between discussion of the activities of mission staff and of the customs of the local population. (Thornton, 1983.) Where the attempt at ethnography was made, certain preoccupations were in evidence. Beliefs were an obvious source of interest, but the attitude of the missionary to them could be complex.
Religion as such was not an aberration to missionaries, but pagan religion usually was: though some aspects of it might be seen as a foundation upon which Christianity could usefully build. More problematic still is the case of magic and witchcraft; here perhaps the agnostic is better able than the Christian believer to concede to them some social function. Particular condemnation was often reserved by missionaries for traditional medical practice, especially since some mission staff were qualified medical doctors: Livingstone seemed exceptional in his view that medical colleagues were to be respected (Ramsford 1978: 80) . More often the traditional practitioner was seen as flouting Christian doctrine by being a magician, and medical theory by being a quack; and additionally he was a competitor for the mission hospital (Gelfand 1964: 307) . The missionary was in any case the agent of change, and Christianity is potentially critical of societies in which it is planted. Traditional social institutions can therefore receive critical attention, and this is especially true for marriage and family patterns.
Polygamy is the obvious case in point, also various aspects of sexuality and even dancing. A further area of tension was beer-
